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to block in, with a considerable degree of certainty, the con-
tours of his experiences aboard the Acushnet.

By all odds, the chief chapter in the history of whaling is
the story of its rise and practical extinction in the Southern
New England States. In this limited geographical area, trade
in "oil and bone" was pursued with an alacrity, an enterprise
and a prosperity unparalleled in the world's history. When,
in 1841, Melville boarded the Acushnet, American whaling,
after a development through nearly two centuries, was within
a decade of its highest development, within two decades of its
precipitous decay. The doom of whale-oil lamps and sperm
candles was ultimately decided in 1859 with the opening of
the first oil well in Pennsylvania, and sealed by the Civil War.
Melville knew American whaling at the prime of its golden age,
and taking it at its crest, he raised it in fiction to a dignity
and significance incomparably higher than it ever reached in
literal fact.

At the beginning of Moby-Dick, Melville culls from the
most incongruous volumes an anthology of comments upon
Leviathan, beginning with the Mosaic comment "And God
created great whales/' and ending, after eclectic quotations
from Pliny, Lucian, Rabelais, Sir Thomas Browne, Spenser,
Hobbes, Bunyan, Milton, Dry den, Pope, Paley, Blackstone,
Hawthorne, Daniel Webster, Darwin, and dozens of others
(including an excerpt "From 'Something' Unpublished'') ends
on the old whale song:

"Oh, the rare old whale, mid storm and gale
In his ocean home will be
A giant in might, where might is right,
And King-of the boundless sea."

Rather than conventionally distribute his quotations through-
out the book as chapter headings, Melville offers them all in a
block at the beginning of the volume, somewhat after the
manner of Franklin's grace said over the pork barrel. And
extraordinarily effective is this device of Melville's in stirring
the reader's interest to a sense of the wonder and mystery of
this largest of all created live things, of the wild and distantible, by con-
